University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

2-7-2003

WSF Calls For Just World
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "WSF Calls For Just World." (2003). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/13113

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 52833
ISSN: 1089-1560

WSF Calls For Just World
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Latin America
Published: 2003-02-07
More than 100,000 people from 125 countries gathered in Porto Alegre, Brazil, Jan. 23-28 for the third
World Social Forum (WSF). Participants expressed opposition to the abuses of corporate-driven
globalization, neoliberalism, environmental degradation, and to the likely US attack on Iraq.
The WSF was begun three years ago as an alternative to the World Economic Forum (WEF), an
annual meeting of economic and political leaders in Davos, Switzerland. The WSF brings together
people from diverse social movements who defend a variety of causes, but they share a commitment
to a new world order that is socially more just. Their slogan is "Another World is Possible."
Building that world does not simply mean taking an anti- globalization stance, said Martin Khor,
director of the Malaysia-based Third World Network. "We are not against international cooperation.
In fact, we are championing international cooperation," said Khor. "What we are against is a
particular kind of international economic relations where the strong countries and big companies
dominate and create rules to perpetuate their dominance."
The principal themes of this year's Porto Alegre forum were: a democratic world order and the
anti-war and peace struggle; media, culture, and counterculture; political power, civil society,
and democracy; principles and values, human rights, diversity and equality; and democratic and
sustainable development.
Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva opened the forum. Lula, who left following his
appearance at Porto Alegre to travel to Davos, where he proposed that rich countries establish a
fund to fight hunger and poverty, said, "Davos talks about how to accumulate more wealth and
Porto Alegre how to better distribute it." "I will tell the people at Davos that the world does not need
war, the world needs peace and understanding," said Lula to a cheering crowd as he touched on the
theme that most unified this year's WSF opposition to US unilateralism and the looming war against
Iraq. "I lead a great country, but one with 45 million people who do not have enough to eat. I want
to tell them that a world order in which a few can eat five times a day while many remain hungry is
unacceptable."
The symbolic close to the forum was a large peace rally the night of Jan. 27.
One speaker noted that, while US Secretary of State Colin Powell was telling the powerful at Davos
that the US is "determined" to do whatever necessary so that "the present situation [with Iraq] does
not continue," those in Porto Alegre were raising a huge anti-war banner.
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Participants from around the world criticized the policies of the World Trade Organization (WTO),
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and US-led effort to create the Free Trade
Area of the Americas (FTAA). They call for the end to financial tax havens for corporations and for
controls on the movement of financial capital.
Sergio Haddad, president of the Asociacao Brasileira de Organizacoes Nao Governamentais
(ABONG) and an organizer of the event, said, "The elimination of the foreign debt that crushes poor
countries and the privilege of the market as the logic that structures societies" are the foundation of
the anti-globalization and anti-neoliberal efforts. WSF participants say their opposition to unfettered
US- style capitalism was finding more receptivity following a year of unprecedented business
scandals involving multinational corporations.
"Washington always preaches to the developing world about eliminating corruption and the rule of
law," said economist Mark Weisbrot, co-director of the Washington, DC- based Center for Economic
and Policy Research. "Here you see the United States has experienced corruption that is worse than
anything in developing countries."
Writing in the Pakistan newspaper Daily Times, Walden Bello, sociology professor at the University
of the Philippines and executive director of the Bangkok-based Focus on the Global South, said
the WSF in not without critics, even among progressives. Some charge that the WSF is a gathering
mainly of people who want to "reform" globalization and that it is dominated intellectually and
politically by Northern political and social movements. Bello says, however, that such criticisms
have not seriously dampened support for the yearly forum because it provides a venue where
movements and organizations can find ways of working together despite their differences. Such
groups, he says, may be driven by the sense that in an increasingly deadly struggle against
unilateralist militarization and aggressive corporate globalization, their only choices are to hang
together or hang separately.

Forum focuses on water and fair trade
On Jan. 25, the WSF focused on the privatization of water services. Water is considered a commodity
by the WTO and a human right by many participants. US delegate Wenonah Hauter of the advocacy
group Public Citizen talked about what the "free trade of water" means for the poor. The UN and
other international organizations have named water shortage as the major challenge for humanity
in the 21st century. "In Latin America, millions of people live on US$2 a day or less and are forced
to pay for water, which means paying for life itself," Hauter said, adding that while the problem is
most serious in Latin America, even in the US, the poorest sector of society is threatened by water
privatization.
In 2002, private water companies cut water service to 40,000 families in Detroit alone for
nonpayment of their water bill, she said. During the WSF, the nongovernmental organization
Oxfam International launched its "Make Trade Fair" campaign, which calls for modifying the rules
governing trade under discussion in the WTO. Oxfam and other nongovernmental organizations are
proposing a debate on alternative formulas for integration other than the FTAA. In Latin America,
43% of the population lives in poverty and 18.6% of those are indigent. "Any integration project in
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the Americas should address this social reality," said the Oxfam study released at the WSF, "but the
trade and investment policies put forth by the FTAA do not promote sustainable development and
poverty reduction and could further intensify the scenario of inequality and exclusion in the region."
Agriculture is particularly problematic, said the report. "The flagrant double standards of
liberalization of agricultural trade, which maintains subsidies and protection in rich countries and
requires liberalization in developing countries, combines with the withdrawal of public investment
in developing countries and the fall in prices and incomes."
As an example of the injustice, Oxfam said the US will direct US$180 billion toward agriculture
subsidies during the next 10 years. This money will go primarily to the largest producers; 60% will
benefit only 10% of producers who control enormous agribusiness operation. The Oxfam document
added that 50% of US farmers receive little or no government aid. Although well over 100,000 people
from around the world participated in the WSF, making it one of the largest international forums
in recent years, most media coverage was from alternative media small community newspapers,
community radio and cable television channels, Web casters, and documentary makers rather than
corporate media.

Changes in Porto Alegre
In the October 2002 elections that gave Lula the presidency, his Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT)
lost the mayoral race in Porto Alegre as well as the gubernatorial race in Rio Grande do Sul. The
PT's support was a strong factor in choosing Porto Alegre as the sight for the WSF. "We are seeking
to form partnerships and to minimize confrontations," said new Gov. Germano Rigotto of the
Partido do Movimento Democratico Brasileiro (PMDB) in a recent interview. "Radicalization and
polarization are not the way for this state to grow more and attract new investments."
During the election campaign, Rigotto repeatedly criticized Porto Alegre's PT government for
backing out of an agreement with Ford Motor Company to build a plant that would have created
thousands of jobs. The PT objected to the tax breaks and other incentives offered to Ford. The plant
was eventually built in the state of Bahia. David Stival, state PT president, still defends the decision,
saying "the contract was totally unfavorable and would not have resolved our social problems." The
new state administration believes a more vibrant private sector is the way to reduce the state's social
burden.
"Lula talks about Zero Hunger, and we agree with that," said Luiz Roberto Andrade Ponte, the
state's secretary of development and international affairs. "But we think the best way to combat
hunger is creating jobs for people, through productive employment rather than a wage paid by the
state." The WSF will meet next year in India and return to Porto Alegre in 2005. In the first WSF in
1991, about 20,000 people participated, while last year the number was about 60,000.
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